supported poverty reduction during the party's years in office (2003) (2004) (2005) (2006) (2007) (2008) (2009) (2010) (2011) (2012) (2013) (2014) (2015) (2016) . The current crisis stands in contrast to the optimistic years preceding, when Brazil's economic rise and the "new middle class" dominated headlines. Our historical distance from those brighter times give us, perhaps, enough remove to consider the implications of Brazilian debates on the "new middle class" and to evaluate their significance for anthropological theory and ethnography.
We begin below with an account of the profound socioeconomic transformations that took place in Brazil during the first decade of the 21 st century. We then review how Marx, Weber and Bourdieu have influenced the study of class by social scientists in Brazil. We next analyze the history and debates surrounding the popularization of the category "new middle class" and review recent ethnographic studies of economically ascendant Brazilians. In conclusion, we offer some suggestions on how ethnographic approaches can contribute to understanding the contradiction-laden terrain of class stratification and subjectivity.
Throughout, we present preliminary findings from our in-progress, three-year anthropological study of social, economic, and geographic mobility among the so-called "new middle class" in Recife, Rio de Janeiro, and São Paulo. In each city, we identified neighborhoods areas 1 where 2010 mean per-capita household income fell within the range generally associated with the Brazilian census categories "upper poor" and the "lower middle class"-locations in which we would today expect to find high numbers of adult Brazilians who experienced upward socioeconomic mobility during this period of poverty reduction and rising wages. In twelve of these areas (four per city), we conducted a structured household survey in mid-2016 focused on socioeconomic mobility and subjectivities, and continue with community ethnography using a range of qualitative methods. Our project places particular attention on the extent to which shifting patterns of consumption, work, and distinction among the previously poor 2 may destabilize common class categories and reshape political subjectivities and forms of political action. Moreover, our discussion here does not intend to stabilize the inherently fuzzy category "middle class." Rather, by elucidating how the category "new middle class" has been used and contested, we hope to shed light on a period of significant social and economic change in Brazil.
In doing so, we aim to sketch an analytic framework for anthropological research on the lived experiences of the millions of Brazilians classified as "poor" in 2000 and then "middle class"
just over a decade later, a model that may also prove useful for other societies.
Economic Transformations
During the two-term, 2003-2010 presidency of Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva (popularly known as "Lula"), Brazil's GNP saw steady growth as millions of poor Brazilians experienced unprecedented upward economic mobility (Pochmann 2012; Loureiro 2012; de Souza 2012) .
Neri estimated that poverty fell by more than 55% during the Lula years, with nearly nine million households (more than 30 million people) rising out of poverty (Kerstenetzky et al. 2015) and poverty reductions continued in the first term (2010-2014) of Lula's PT successor, Dilma
Rousseff. Neri also reported significant decreases in inequality during this period, as the percapita income of the poorest 10% of households increased by 80.8% while the income of wealthiest 10% of households increased by only 26.9% (2014, 109) . Some economists have argued that Neri's methodology overestimates the reduction of economic inequality (Medeiros, Souza, and Castro 2015) , but significant poverty reduction during this period is not disputed.
2 Because the term "new middle class" is so contentious and analytically fuzzy, we use "previously poor" as our own term to describe the 35-40 million Brazilians that rose above Brazil's official poverty line in the early 21 st century.
Economists have explained these poverty reductions as the combined result of commodity and consumer-debt driven economic growth, labor market expansion, new socialwelfare and education programs, 3 and increased minimum wages. 4 During the first 12 years of PT governance, the overall unemployment rate decreased from 13.0% to 5.0%; informal employment decreased 22.5% to 13%; and unemployment insurance coverage increased by 99% (Weisbrot, Johnston, and Lefebvre 2014) . Growth in formal-sector employment allowed millions of Brazilian workers to receive mandated labor-law protections and benefits for the first time (e.g., pensions, paid sick leave, disability benefits, and regulated work hours and conditions).
Additionally, through various educational reforms, average school years completed rose from 4.98 in 1992 to 7.46 in 2011 and the number of enrolled university students increased from 3.04 million to 7.04 million (Weisbrot, Johnston, and Lefebvre 2014) .
While lower-income Brazilians experienced significant increases in household income and consumption from 2003 to 2014, the question remains as to whether these changes signaled a concomitant reorganization of class structure, class relations, and class-linked subjectivity. To examine these possible structural transformations, in June-August 2016, we conducted a survey of 1,200 households in Recife, Rio de Janeiro, and São Paulo. We selected 12 neighborhood areas (four in each city) based on an analysis 2010 Brazilian census data that identified tracts where we would expect to find high numbers of previously poor. For each area, we used cluster sampling to select ten census tracts that met our inclusion criteria, and then conducted ten interviews in each tract. For Marx, classes emerge out of structural relations between groups involved in productive relations. In capitalist societies, the bourgeoisie own the means of production and purchase at exploitative rates the labor time of the proletariat to extract surplus value (profits). 5 In Recife and São Paulo we used a systematic sampling methodology in which we randomly selected streets within these census tracts and then approached every fifth house for study participants. Due to safety concerns in Rio de Janeiro neighborhoods undergoing armed conflict in the wake of the breakdown of Rio's system of Police Pacifying Units (Arias and Barnes 2017), it was not possible to carry out this randomized procedure. In Rio, the research team relied heavily on local informants to minimize danger and to achieve a representative sample of households distributed on streets of the census districts. who was press secretary in PT president Lula's first term, argued that because about half of the Brazilian population is a sub-proletariat living on the margins of the formal economy, "the proletariat, properly speaking, occupies an intermediate position in Brazil, which can lead to the mistaken perception that they are a middle class" (Singer 2015, 9) . 6 Most Brazilian Marxist analyses of the "new middle class" similarly position the recently economically ascendant within the proletariat (Kerstenetzky et al. 2015; Pochmann 2014; R. Braga 2015) . However, whether and how Brazil's early 21 st century previously poor might constitute a new and distinct stratum, with shared consciousness of interests, has been little explored.
This question of class consciousness-whether the previously poor are becoming a class "for itself"-is central to Marxist analyses of the Brazilian "new middle class," and some critics have suggested that Brazil's poor and previously poor in the PT era were duped into interests not their own (Anderson 2011) . Our data are still too preliminary to definitively answer this question of class consciousness among Brazil's previously poor. Our research does, however, suggest that the ascendant are not some kind of "managerial-professional" buffer between labor and capital.
For example, in São Paulo, the center of Brazil's dynamic financial and technology sectors, only 4.6% of respondents reporting holding managerial or professional positions, and half of these were teachers. 7 The most commonly reported occupations were non-supervisorial office work (15.9%), skilled manual labor (14.8%), unskilled manual labor (14.0%), and self-employed small businesspeople (13.5%), with another 12.7% reporting having no occupation. classes (Fussell 1992; Mills 2002) . This apparent chasm between traditional and new middleclass individuals is supported by our survey data, as respondents agreed that "the rich think they are better than the poor" (M=4.13 on a 1-to-5 Likert scale in which 1=strongly disagree and 5= strongly agree) and "rich people are bothered by the rise of the poor" (M = 3.67). However, our preliminary data do not support the emulating-higher-classes hypothesis. For example, 24.7% of our sample chose funk, which is generally associated with the urban poor, as their preferred style of music-by far the most popular style in our survey-while no respondents chose MPB (Música Popular Brasileira), the style of music most associated with Brazil's educated urban middle class.
of ascension. Many households, for example, have items once the near-exclusive provenance of traditional middle-class families, such as cell phones (75%), expensive fixed telephone lines (46%), Internet access (68%), computers (55%), cars (37%), and freezers (34%). Thirty percent of the households had someone who travelled domestically by plane since 2013, and 7% in which someone travelled internationally. How these consumption practices shape class subjectivities-including in the highly-charged terrain of interactions with traditional middleclass Brazilians-are key themes in our current qualitative research.
The Neri Debates
We now consider the debate on the "new middle class" that followed Our household data offer support for all three critiques of the new-middle-class hypothesis discussed above and suggest that the previously poor might best categorized as "working class" or "new C Class," the latter a characterization we regularly hear residents of our study communities invoke. As Table 1 
Qualitative Research
The nature of the "new middle class" and of possible changes to class relations and subjectivity calls for ethnographic examination-even amid the current economic crisis that has reversed gains for many of the previously poor. We, along with many Brazilian scholars, have begun to investigate the importance of sociocultural factors in shaping class in this context, including, but not limited to, gender, race/color/ethnicity, religion, neighborhood and regional identity, leisure activities, food consumption, and mobility within historically class-segregated urban spaces. In our sample, 71.5% of respondents categorized themselves as black (preto/a) or brown (pardo/a), compared to only 50.7% in Brazil's 2010 census. 13 Given the close-and rapidly changing-links between color and class in Brazil, we suspect that people's experience of racism, race, and color are highly significant in the formation of class subjectivity among the previously poor. We are exploring these interconnections in our qualitative research. Class experiences are further shaped by the spatial and political contexts in which individuals live. In 13 The 2010 census used 5 census categories: branco/a (white), 47.73%; pardo/a (brown), 43.13%; preto/a (black), 7.61%; amarelo/a (Asian), 1.09%; indígena (indigenous), 0.43%. our household survey sample, Rio de Janeiro respondents either live in favelas, where residents face a lack of public services, significant discrimination outside the neighborhood, and violent conflicts between drug gangs, paramilitary groups, and the police, or in the city's vast north and west zone, where they additionally face brutally long commutes to work in the city's center and affluent south zone. In São Paulo, our sample comes from periphery neighborhoods in the city's sprawling southern zone. Like the Rio de Janeiro respondents, the São Paulo sample faces difficult commutes, but have relatively high infrastructure levels in their largely self-built but now solidified neighborhoods (see Holston 2008) . Violence is also high, with police killings of Afro-Brazilian youth common, but these neighborhoods do not currently possess the systematized conflict of Rio de Janeiro. In Recife, one of four survey districts sits behind an affluent beach-front neighborhood fairly close to the downtown Centro, with the previously poor concentrated in apartment complexes (many obtained through the PT-era federal Minha Casa, Minha Vida program) and favelas next to a large mall. Another district is nearly an hour's bus ride from the Centro, with a combination of conventional houses and favelas; and the remaining two districts are about a half-hour from downtown, each characterized by conventional houses.
Across the three cities, 52.9% of respondents reported that they would leave their neighborhood if they could, and people's experiences of ascension, solidarity, and constraint are shaped by these urban geographies in ways we are currently examining through ongoing qualitative research and analysis of our household survey data.
In recent years, Brazilian social scientists have conducted several ethnographic studies on these lived experiences and subjectivities. In these politically and theoretically diverse works, four interconnected themes emerge: 1) the importance of consumption in asserting social and class distinction; 2) the relational nature of class positions and subjectivities, including the role of habitus and cultural capital in (re)producing hierarchies; 3) heterogeneity among economically ascendant individuals; and 4) the extent to which many previously poor individuals rely on an individualized, neoliberal meritocratic discursive framework-rather than social and political frameworks-for explaining socioeconomic mobility.
Reflecting the strong influence of Bourdieu among Brazilian anthropologists, many scholars highlight the importance of consumption as a marker of socioeconomic ascension (Chiosini et al. 2015 ; A. R. C. Rocha and Rocha 2015; Vicente 2012; Yaccoub 2011 ). In Rio de Janeiro, anthropologists Yaccoub (2011) and Vicente (2012) both show how consumer items, including remodeled kitchens with stainless steel appliances, serve as a means of asserting status.
The display of socioeconomic ascension through consumption is perhaps most dramatically demonstrated when emergent consumers purchase goods and services once limited to traditional middle-class and elite consumers, such as whiskey (Braga 2015) , expensive clothing and accessory brands (Scalco and Pinheiro-Machado, 2010) , cars (Braga 2015; Rodrigues and Casotti 2015) , airplane travel (Chiosini et al. 2015) , and cruises (Rocha and Rocha 2015) . In A centerpiece of this meritocratic worldview is a commitment to education, even when financial rewards are not forthcoming. For example, in Trindade's (2013) focus groups with recent newmiddle-class university graduates in São Paulo, nearly all participants describe their current jobs as unfulfilling means to meet basic needs, yet still believe education might provide greater financial independence and self-realization. At the community level, Vicente (2013) describes how one Rio resident, in response to poor public education and a desire to challenge inequality, opened a successful Montessori-inspired private school in her lower-income neighborhood. Few students ultimately enroll in Brazil's prestigious public university system-the preferred traditional middle-class path-but many obtain degrees from technical and online courses through private institutions. As with Trindade's recent university graduates, Vicente reports that these degrees typically provide few financial rewards.
We have observed similar patterns in our quantitative data -very few of the collegeeducated respondents in our sample (5.2% have college degrees and 6% completed some college) report professional-level jobs or salaries, and we rarely encounter public university attendees in our study communities. Nonetheless, our data suggest the "previously poor" do not share a unified framework to explain their socioeconomic ascension and class position. For example, on a 1 to 5 Likert scale, respondents were close to neutral (3.0) on the statements "If you work a lot, you will be successful" (M=3.14), "The most important thing to be successful is to know well-placed people" (M=3.28), and "To be successful, it is fundamental to be born into a rich family (M=2.91). Only the statement "To be successful, it is fundamental to have faith in
God" received a notably high level of agreement (4.0). Yet, in everyday conversations in our study neighborhoods, few speak of broader socioeconomic and political conditions to explain individual economic position or mobility. Further, respondents were close to neutral on whether they think their socioeconomic mobility is linked to PT policies, as evidenced by a 3.24 average on "The PT improved the lives of people like me" and only a 2.66 average on the statement "You feel represented by the Dilma government."
Our anecdotal conversations demonstrate that most of our college educated respondents are aware that education has not won them middle class cultural or economic capital.
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Nonetheless, for these first-generation college students, a degree marks not only social ascension (Vicente, 2013; see also Oliveira, 2013) , but also plays a critical role in shaping life aspirations, identities, and habitus. Unlike their parents, many of whom migrated to the city in search of a better life and worked extremely hard in manual labor jobs to construct their lives-and indeed, their actual houses and neighborhoods-these younger adults grew up in the cosmopolitan atmosphere of large cities in a time of dramatic socioeconomic change. Most say that they will not work as domestics, bricklayers, hair stylists, and bricklayers. In the words of one São Paulo respondent "I would rather be poor than do that kind of work." At the same time, many of the younger, college educated respondents in our study neighborhoods stay in their communities upon completion of their degrees, often working as teachers or social service providers. How education and the dissemination of cultural capital in everyday life shape aspirations, economicdecision-making and urban periphery space are themes we will explore more deeply in our qualitative research.
Inequality, Subjectivity, and Ethnographic Research
As this paper's epigraph suggests, the category "middle class" is inherently imprecise.
Debates over whether Brazil's early 21st century economically ascendant were a "middle class"
will not find resolution soon, due to the current economic crisis and austerity policies effectively halting or reversing socioeconomic ascension, the flexibility of the category, and the as yet unknown future that will shape how we see the past. However, these Brazilian debates and our research suggest: (1) that the class position of the previously poor is laden with contradictions and (2) that there were massive changes to the symbolic and material relations structuring this most unequal society at the start of this century. By presenting these disputes and scholarship to an Anglophone readership, we hope to make better known the complexity of shifting relations of inequality in a nation too often glossed by oversimplified tropes such as "Brazilification" or Taken together, this review of extant research and theory-supported by our preliminary findings-point to the need for a highly flexible conceptual framework to understand experiences of mobility subjectivity among Brazil's previously poor. In conclusion, we offer several starting points for addressing the complexities of research on urban populations undergoing rapid periods of socioeconomic mobility.
1. The habitus of economically ascendant populations is not merely an emulation of that of existing middle classes in some "trickle-down" rendition of Bourdieu's practice theory. The desire for an iPhone, a flat-screen TV, or a car has more to it than mimesis of an idealized elite-even when discourses of class emulation are prevalent, as they are in Brazilian cities.
2. Class is shaped within "shifting fields of gender, race, ethnicity, and geography" (Heiman et al. 2012, 14) . In a Brazil characterized by race and gender relations forged in slavery and its long dissolution, class should be analyzed in relation to race and gender. Relatedly, the experience of urban geography is fundamental in the experience of class mobility, including spatial segregation (Caldeira 2002; Heiman 2012; Srivastava 2012) , transportation infrastructure, and the connection of class subjectivity to the construction and contestation of public space.
3. Class position is not simply an "identity," but also a material and structural relation. Despite the importance of identity categories in understanding class, theories of class should not simply be assimilated to theories of identity. Research on the previously poor should include analysis of valued material and symbolic goods as well as tensions and changing relationships in places of work, consumption, and sociality, including interactions with the elite, traditional middle class and the poor who have not experienced economic ascension.
4. Class mobility is interconnected with people's life projects, political desires, personal aspirations, regrets and nostalgia over time. How people conceive of the past, present, and future-and how they imagine the desirable and the possible-are fundamental to understanding economic mobility.
Thomas Piketty has recently marshaled extensive historical evidence to show that over the long-term middle classes do not fare well in most capitalist economies (2014). Yet, over the last decade, even as the middle classes of the Global North have shrunk, some nations in the Global South (Brazil, China, and India, in particular) underwent unprecedented economic growth and poverty reduction (Lakner and Milanovic 2015) . This period has may have ended-at least in Brazil-but it is only through detailed ethnographic research that we can uncover what these rare changes in so unequal a context might mean and bode for the present and future.
